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Abstract
AN ONLINE COURSE QUALITY ENHANCEMENT PROGRAM. Davis, Jonathan, 2022:
Consultancy Project, Gardner-Webb University.
Between 2018 and 2019, according to the National Council for State Authorization Reciprocity
Agreement, the total reported distance education enrollment increased 129.1% (Straut & Boeke,
2020). This explosive increase in the number of students taking distance education courses
during this timeframe is intriguing and undoubtedly increased further in 2020 and 2021 due to
the global COVID-19 pandemic and the efforts of colleges and universities to shift courses
online in order to continue operations while also preventing the spread of the virus. Moreover,
there has been growing concern regarding student success in online courses and the quality of
instruction provided via the online delivery method (Guidry, 2013). This concern is mirrored at
Cleveland Community College, and summary data for grades in online courses indicate a drastic
difference in student success rates (final grade of A, B, or C) when compared to success rates in
other delivery methods. In fact, success rate seems to be strongly correlated with delivery
method; the more time a student spends in the classroom, the higher their chance of success in
the course. Institutional data show a 10.2% difference in success rate between face-to-face and
online courses. The purpose of this project was to develop a rubric of quality standards for online
courses and develop a peer-mentorship professional development program for faculty to assist in
the development of online courses that adhere to the rubric of quality standards. The goal of this
project is to improve student success in online courses through enhancing quality in online
courses.

Keywords: course quality, mentorship, online education, faculty development, distance
education

Table of Contents
1

Introduction ....................................................................................................................1
1.1 Project Purpose ........................................................................................................1
1.2 Project Qualification ................................................................................................1
1.3 Project Complexity and Impact Assessment............................................................2
1.3.1 Project Complexity ......................................................................................2
1.3.2 Project Impact ..............................................................................................3
1.4 Project Charter .........................................................................................................4
2 Project Objectives ..........................................................................................................6
2.1 Outline of Partnering Organization’s Objectives .....................................................6
2.1.1 Objectives .......................................................................................................6
2.1.2 Success Criteria ...............................................................................................6
2.2 Outline of Student’s Objectives ...............................................................................7
2.2.1 Objectives .......................................................................................................7
2.2.2 Success Criteria ...............................................................................................7
3. Project Scope ...................................................................................................................8
3.1 Definitive Scope of Work ........................................................................................8
3.2 Project Benefits ........................................................................................................8
3.3 SMART Goals .........................................................................................................8
4 Disciplined Inquiry ........................................................................................................9
4.1 Introduction and Theoretical Framework ................................................................9
4.2 Hypothesis................................................................................................................9
4.3 Research Questions ..................................................................................................9
4.4 Literature Review.....................................................................................................9
4.5 Methodology ...........................................................................................................9
5 Continuous Improvement Systems ..............................................................................14
5.1 Continuous Improvement Planning .......................................................................14
5.2 Continuous Improvement Actions .........................................................................14
5.3 Continuous Improvement Feedback ......................................................................14
5.4 Continuous Improvement Implementation ............................................................14
6 Deliverables .................................................................................................................15
6.1 To Partnering Organization From Candidate .........................................................15
6.2 Deferred Deliverables ............................................................................................16
7 Communications and Work Plans ................................................................................17
7.1 Communications Plan Development......................................................................17
7.2 Stakeholder Engagement Plan ...............................................................................17
7.3 Work Plan ..............................................................................................................17
8 Risks.............................................................................................................................20
8.1 Mitigation and Contingency ..................................................................................20
8.2 Constraints ............................................................................................................20
8.3 Assumptions ...........................................................................................................20
9 Budget ..........................................................................................................................21
10 Analysis and Recommendations ..................................................................................22
11 Reflection .....................................................................................................................25
11.1 Professional Learning ..........................................................................................25
11.2 Personal Development .........................................................................................25

Appendices
Appendix A – Final Presentation .................................................................................26
Appendix B – CITI Certification .................................................................................33
Appendix C – Project Charter ......................................................................................34
Appendix D – Deliverable – Quality Course Evaluation Rubric .................................38
Appendix E – Deliverable – Standard Course Menu Template ...................................42
Appendix F – Deliverable – eLearning Committee .....................................................43
Appendix G – Mentor’s Professional Development Online Interview Survey ...........44
Appendix H – Professional Literature Review ............................................................45
Appendix I – Originality Report ..................................................................................52
References ..........................................................................................................................53

1
1

Introduction
1.1

Project Purpose
The purpose of this project was to improve online student success by establishing a
quality enhancement program for online courses. Elements of the program included a
functioning governance entity, a quality standards rubric for online courses, a
standardized course menu template within the learning management system, a
professional development and mentoring program, and a course evaluation and
certification process. As the consultant, I was responsible for facilitating the program
development processes and coordinating the collaboration of the initiative between
departments and divisions of the host institution.
The host institution, referred to as the College henceforth, is Cleveland Community
College, a public 2-year postsecondary institution and comprehensive community
college awarding associate degrees, diplomas, and certificates within the North
Carolina Community College System. The College serves approximately 2,500 students
per year, and offerings include college transfer, job training, certification, and licensure
programs. The College employs approximately 500 full-time and part-time employees,
of which 78 are full-time faculty members. This project focused on development
initiatives for full-time faculty only.
In a review of the College’s 2019-2024 Strategic Plan, improving student learning and
increasing overall student persistence and retention were raised as critical factors by all
constituent groups in the plan’s development process. The College’s 2019-2024
Information Technology Plan set goals to implement open educational resources,
develop “master courses,” and provide targeted training to increase effectiveness. A
review of institutional data revealed that the student success rate in online courses was
approximately 73%, while the success rate of all other delivery methods combined was
approximately 83%, an approximate 10 percentage points difference.

1.2

Project Qualification
In the process of identifying a project, I wanted to ensure that my partner organization
was first and foremost reliable and stable, and the selected topic was something the
organization would see through to completion. Secondly, I wanted to select a project
that allowed me to improve my knowledge in an area while exercising project
management and leadership skills. I also wanted to develop leadership skills in the
areas of team development, professional development design/delivery, change
management, motivation of staff, communication, and both qualitative and quantitative
evaluation.
In discussions with the leadership at the College, concerns arose over the number of
courses being delivered online and the lack of a method or standards for ensuring
quality in online courses. The College had not established online course quality
standards.
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I proposed a project that establishes a rubric of standards, implements a standardized
course menu/template to provide students a common course experience and assist with
locating assignments, and provides mentorship and training for faculty on these
standards, and a process and timeline by which each course at the College must meet
these standards to become a “certified” course.
The College was willing to commit staff and budgetary resources to complete the
project. Two staff working in the eLearning Department, the eLearning director and the
instructional design coordinator, were identified as two critical positions to work on the
project. At least eight faculty members were identified as faculty mentors. All full-time
faculty were committed to undergoing training and mentorship and to achieving course
certification under the new quality rubric.
The instructional design coordinator would commit the most time toward
accomplishments of tasks, as they will be responsible for the delivery of lengthy
training to faculty mentors and faculty at large. Faculty mentors will have the
responsibility of training a subset of faculty and mentoring them through the process of
adapting their courses and making other improvements to meet the standards laid out in
the course quality rubric. Faculty will be required to complete approximately 40 hours
of professional development. The eLearning director will supervise the instructional
development coordinator, assist with project activities, and provide Learning
Management System support to faculty throughout the process. The initial budget for
the project was estimated to be approximately $60,000 and was committed and
approved by the College president and his cabinet.
The organization had no time constraints that are beyond being defined and set by the
project manager (myself). With that being said, I developed a rough timeline for the
project. To keep the project moving and complete the project in the provided
timeframe, the project had phases adhered to a strict schedule to be successful. A draft
timeline was presented to and approved by college leadership and support staff.
1.3

Project Complexity and Impact Assessment
The project was evaluated to determine the complexity of the project, and an impact
assessment was conducted.
1.3.1 Project Complexity
The complexity of the project was assessed based on a matrix of six project
criteria, including timescale, stakeholders, operational change, contract
complexity, in-house expertise, and dependencies. Each of the six criteria receives
a score of 1 to 4; 1 is the least complex, and 4 is the most complex. These scores
are added together to get a total score for project complexity that corresponds to a
complexity matrix and indicates whether the project is not a project (1), a minor
project (2), a medium project (3), or a major project (4). Results of the complexity
assessment are below.
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1.3.2 Project Impact
Project impact was determined using a similar method to complexity. The project
impact assessment matrix includes three criteria for measuring impact. The three
criteria are evaluated on a 5-point scale. The scores are totalled to achieve a
project impact assessment score. The three criteria were strategic contribution,
return on investment, and operational effectiveness. Below are the results of the
impact assessment.
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1.4

Project Charter Information
The project charter was established with the partnering organization as an agreement
between me and the partnering organization. The charter contains seven sections that
identify critical information regarding the project. Five of the sections are described
below. Section 6 (the sign-off section) and Section 7 (the notes section) are excluded
from the descriptions below.
Section 1 – General Project Information
This section contains the title of the project, the names of the project host, sponsor
faculty at Gardner-Webb University, project manager/consultant, and a brief
description of the project. Dr. Laura Bowen is the Dean of Planning and Institutional
Effectiveness at the College and was selected as the project host based on her scope in
quality and effectiveness across all major divisions of the College. Dr. Dale Lamb was
assigned by Gardner-Webb University as the project sponsor. The description listed
within the charter was “To develop a program and process to facilitate quality
enhancement in online courses.”
Section 2 – Project Participants and Roles
Working with the project host, Dr. Laura Bowen, initial project participants were
selected and roles were established to ensure the success of the project. This section of
the charter identifies the names, roles, and contact information of all project
participants. These participants constitute the “team” of people working on the project.
Team members were selected from college administration and faculty, including all
major area academic deans, the vice-president of academic affairs, eLearning staff,
faculty participants, and the dean of planning and institutional effectiveness, who was
responsible for project oversight and quality assurance.
Section 3 – Stakeholders
This section of the charter identifies constituency groups with significant interest in or
who will be impacted significantly by the project. The eLearning department was
identified for their responsibilities in developing policy and procedures as well as their
role in training and project implementation. The administrators in academic affairs
were identified because of their vested interest in online course quality as well as their
impact on faculty workload. Faculty were identified because the project focuses on
faculty requirements/standards and professional development, which impact workload
significantly. Students were identified because they will be impacted by the changes
made to online courses throughout the process and our goals in the project, which focus
on their retention and success. The president’s cabinet was identified, as this project has
significant impacts on large populations within the institution and has significant
implications regarding the College’s strategic plan.
Section 4 – Project Purpose Statement
This section describes the purpose of the project; identifies resources and project
deliverables;and establishes project milestones as significant time-bound
accomplishments, SMART objectives, and any risks for the project. The host was
consulted and actively participated in developing all the items within this section.
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Section 5 – Communication Strategy
This section identifies how the project manager will communicate to the host as well as
the sponsor, team members, and stakeholders. Presentations, meetings, and email
updates were identified as methods to be used in communicating project status and
progress.
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2

Project Objectives
2.1

Outline of Partnering Organization’s Objectives
2.1.1

Objective
The College’s proportion of courses being taught online had grown over time to
the point that the online modality had become the predominant instructional
delivery method. The College’s course quality assessment methodology was
developed long ago around the concept of traditional (or face-to-face) courses.
The method of evaluating quality instruction in traditional courses is not
conducive to assessing quality in online courses. Other methods were developed
but were established as self-report pre-launch checklists for faculty that did not
focus on course quality but merely a course’s readiness to launch at the
beginning of the semester.
Furthermore, the College was concerned about what seemed to be a success gap
between students in traditional courses and students in online courses. The
College administration decided to endeavor on a project that would focus on
improving quality in online courses, with a goal of improving the student
success rate in the online instructional modality.
In their strategic plan, college stakeholders identified “improving student
learning” and “increasing overall student persistence/retention” as two key areas
in which the College should develop goals and objectives. In addition, the
College identified “success” and “quality” as two of the institution’s six
institutional values.
This project was developed with the College’s values, strategic goals, and
objectives in mind. The focus was on establishing a system with the purpose of
improving student success by enhancing online course quality. The project
sought to develop a governance committee for distance education, develop a
standardized student experience for online courses (templates and menus),
develop a rubric of standards that are used to evaluate quality in online courses,
and develop a professional development initiative that implements these
artifacts in practice.

2.1.2

Success Criteria
The College’s goal is to improve student success, so this success criteria can be
quantified; however, the College also defines success through other indicators.
Faculty buy-in, for example, is critical to the success of this project.
Recognition for the College’s achievements throughout this project is also
considered a success. Lastly, using third-party evaluation of improved courses,
like Quality Matters, will also help the College to gauge the success of its
defined rubric of standards.
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2.2

Student’s Personal Leadership Objectives
2.2.1

Objectives
My objective was to use my developed leadership skills, along with my existing
knowledge, and skillset to develop a program and process for improving quality
in online courses. Furthermore, I wanted to foster collaboration among faculty
in course development initiatives, provide support in instructional design, and
encourage a mindset of continuous improvement. In pursuit of this project, I
hope to develop self-awareness, while developing stronger, more personal
relationships and becoming a better listener.

2.2.2

Success Criteria
Some of my personal success criteria aligned with the partnering organization’s
success criteria. As an employee of the partnering organization, I have a vested
interest in the same success criteria. Project sustainability is an important
criterion for my personal gauging of success. From a leadership development
perspective, developing meaningful relationships with colleagues and seeing
them succeed is a personal measure of success in this project.
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3

Project Scope
3.1

Definitive Scope of Work
This project was responsible for creating a quality improvement program for online
courses that were built around a mentorship and professional development model as
well as a set of quality standards that were identified and approved by the College. The
primary goal of this project was to increase student success rates and persistence in
online courses.

3.2

Project Benefits
The tangible benefits for the partnering organization in this project are
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

3.3

A functioning eLearning committee,
A Quality Standards rubric for online courses,
A faculty peer-mentorship professional development model,
A standard menu and course template for the Learning Management System, and
A quality evaluation and course certification process.

SMART Goals
SMART goals were established in a manner that they stacked on one another and
ensured timely progression of the project.
SMART Goals (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, Timely)
Goal
Develop and approve the eLearning Committee through President’s Cabinet
Develop and approve Quality Standards Rubric through Committee/Cabinet
Complete mentor training and produce at least 5 Faculty Mentors
Begin faculty “primer” cohorts to review rubric and prepare faculty for
mentorship
Mentors achieve certification of at least one quality online course
Assign mentors to at least 4 faculty and begin faculty development initiative
100% of faculty teaching online complete “Primer” cohort training
First round of faculty mentees achieves quality course certification
100% of faculty teaching online achieve quality course certification
Decrease student withdrawals from online sections by 5%
Decrease “never attended” drops in online sections by 3%
Increase student success in online sections by 5%

Deadline
12/31/2019
12/31/2020
7/31/2020
7/31/2020
7/31/2020
12/31/2020
7/31/2021
7/31/2021
7/31/2022
12/31/2021
12/31/2020
12/31/2021
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4

Disciplined Inquiry
4.1

Introduction and Theoretical Framework
The rate of failure in online courses at the College is perceived to be significantly
higher than that of other instructional modalities.
The College has four instructional modalities: (a) traditional, being 100% seated; (b)
blended, being less than 50% online; (c) hybrid, being more than 50% online; and (d)
online, being 100% online. Data show that as the proportion of online instruction
increases, the rate (percentage) of failure increases as well.
The inquiry process will identify whether or not there is indeed a difference between
the success rate in traditional courses and online courses. Furthermore, methods of
evaluating the professional development components of this project and the ultimate
impact on student success are identified.
Getzels and Guba’s (1957) social systems model and Senge’s (1990) five disciplines
for learning organizations were identified as two theoretical models to be implemented
together in this project to realize synergistic benefits.

4.2

Hypothesis
1. There is a positive relationship between online course quality and student success.
2. A quality enhancement plan (QEP) that incorporates professional development and
course evaluation/certification around a holistic rubric of quality standards will
increase the rate of student success in online courses.

4.3

Research Questions
1. Is there a difference in the success rate of online courses and other course
modalities at the College?
2. Will a peer-mentorship professional development model for developing courses that
achieve certification according to a course quality rubric improve the rate of student
success in online courses?

4.4

Literature Review
See Appendix H.

4.5

Methodology
The primary purpose of this project was to increase student success in online courses.
In working with me, online course quality was identified as a targeted area for
improvement, which was not only important to the institution but was also believed to
be an area of impact on success rates. The institution expressed concern about the
number of online sections being offered, especially considering that data seemed to
indicate lower success rates in online sections. This project proposed and implemented
a professional development program and an instrument and process to evaluate online
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course quality. Qualitative and quantitative data were collected and analyzed to inform
project stakeholders and determine the effectiveness of the project.
Fall 2019
• Discuss issues with client
• Research course quality
• Review literature
• Present suggested solution
Late 2019 - Summer 2020
• Historical data collected on online courses
• Develop quality enhanced courses as treatment
• Interviews with mentors on professional development
Ongoing through 2021-2022
• Implementation of treatment courses
• Collection of data on post-certified online courses
Qualitative Data Collection
The interview was the source of qualitative data in this project. An online survey
instrument was developed and distributed to participants. The participants for the
professional development aspect of this project were the faculty mentors who completed
the quality course initiative and certified their initial course. The following questions
were included in the qualitative instrument. See Appendix G for a full copy of the
interview instrument.
•

Participants were asked whether they agree or disagree (on a scale) with the
following statements. If participants rated any of the items below 3, they were
asked to identify why in the section immediately following the below:
o I was satisfied with the training provided during year 1 of the course
quality initiative.
o The professional learning and support provided during the course quality
initiative training provided the level of support needed to design an online
course that meets the requirements of the quality rubric.
o The information provided in the course quality initiative training is
applicable to my job.
o Looking back, taking this training course was a good use of my time.
o I have had occasion in my job to use what I learned in this course.
o I have successfully applied on the job what I learned in training.

•

If you chose 3 or below for the previous question, please select the reasons.
Participants were asked to select all that apply.
o I do not have the necessary knowledge or skills.
o I do not have a clear picture of what is expected of me.
o I have other, higher priorities.
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o
o
o
o
o

I do not have the necessary resources to apply what I learned.
I do not have the support to apply what I learned.
The training didn't give me the confidence to apply what I learned.
I do not think what I learned will work.
There is not an adequate system of accountability to ensure the application
of what I learned.
o Other: ___________________________________________
•

Participants were asked the following open-ended questions:
o What information from the course quality initiative training has been the
most relevant to your job?
o Was there any information that is NOT relevant to your job?
o What information should be added to this professional development to
make it more relevant to your work?
o Looking back, how could this program have been improved?

•

Demographic information was also collected.

Quantitative Data Collection
Quantitative data were collected on historical online courses to determine if there was a
significant difference between the success rate of students in online courses versus other
delivery methods. These data would also come to serve as the baseline for determining
whether the treatment quality courses were effective in improving student success and
retention in online courses.
Data were collected from the client’s Student Information System and Enterprise
Resource and Planning System, Ellucian Colleague. The North Carolina Community
College System employs Ellucian Colleague on a UNIDATA database across all 58
community colleges in North Carolina. While UNIDATA is an antiquated database
system, it is still a reliable and efficient database technology. Given the complexities
involved in data extraction from the UNIDATA database, the North Carolina Community
College System also employs a data reporting software called Entrinsik Informer.
Informer is used to connect to the UNIDATA database, query the database, and conduct
basic analytics for building reports. For more complex and dynamic analytics, the data
must be exported into a comma-delimited file (CSV) and analyzed using a more capable
tool. Microsoft Excel was chosen because it is what I am familiar with, and it is capable
of doing the analysis needed for this project.
Using Informer, a report was built to pull student final grades across six fall and spring
academic semesters (2017SP, 2017FA, 2018SP, 2018FA, 2019SP, 2019FA). The data
from these six semesters will be used to test the null hypothesis, and these historical data
will also serve as the test group when comparing treatment data post-project completion;
however, additional filters will be added post-treatment to ensure we are comparing
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“apples to apples.” For example, if we begin by improving 10 courses, we will compare
the historical performance from those 10 courses to the exact 10 courses being treated.
Once the data were exported to CSV, pivot tables were created to display the total count
for each letter grade by academic term. The academic term, for the purpose of this
analysis, does not serve any purpose, but I was curious to see the trend over time;
however, breaking these data down into academic terms may prove useful for future
analysis in showing the trend between historical data and future data post-treatment. The
figures below show the frequencies of letter grades by term for online courses only as
well as all courses combined.

Grade Frequency Distribution By Term For Online Courses

Grade Frequency Distribution By Term For All Course Modalities
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Results and Initial Findings
Using the chi-square goodness of fit test, I applied the observed versus expected data to
the statistical model using an online calculator. The results indicated there was a
significant difference between what was observed and what was expected. The chi^2
value is 361.398, the p value is <.00001, and the results are significant at p<.05.

While these results indicate significant differences between letter grades, and the chi
value in the last column for the F letter grade is clearly the most significant, additional
analysis was required to determine whether there was a significant difference when
comparing successful (A, B, or C totals) to unsuccessful (D and F totals) grades. An
additional chi-square goodness of fit test was applied to the successful versus
unsuccessful grades.

When comparing successful completion and unsuccessful completion, the results still
indicate there is a significant difference between observed and expected data. The chi^2
value is 279.147, the p value is <.00001, and the results are significant at p<.05. Cramer’s
V is .12, indicating nearly negligible strength of association and further validating the
significance of the difference between the two sets.
Simply put, the analysis of the data shows there is a big difference in the success rates of
students in online courses when compared to other instructional modalities. Institutional
data show the rate of failure in online courses is 10.2% higher than the traditional
instructional modality (face-to-face). Furthermore, the data indicate that as the rate of
face-to-face instruction increases, so does the success of the student.

14
5

Continuous Improvement Systems
5.1

Continuous Improvement Planning
The partnering organization implemented the project; however, the project was scaled
up due to the decision to adopt the project as the institution’s QEP and slowed down
based on feedback from faculty and an effort to better align with the QEP timeline.

5.2

Continuous Improvement Actions
Based on early evidence of success, the organization has decided to scale the project
and adopt the project as the organization’s QEP, which sustains the project for the next
5 years and becomes part of the institution’s ongoing quality enhancement efforts and
success metrics moving forward.

5.3

Continuous Improvement Feedback
Multiple feedback systems have been designed to provide the partnering organization
with data on the performance of the project.
Formative Assessments
1. Faculty feedback from the professional development initiatives using the developed
survey can provide valuable information on faculty perspectives of the project.
2. Faculty scores on the quality course rubric can indicate successful completion of the
professional development initiative.
Summative Assessments
1. Student success rates in treatment courses (those that have received quality
certification) can indicate project success.

5.4

Continuous Improvement Implementation
Change processes take time; as continuous feedback loops are implemented into the
project over time, the project will slowly improve based on those changes. The
organization should be prepared for an initial possible drop in success rates in online
courses before they improve. The organization should continue to incorporate thirdparty quality certification processes to validate its ongoing internal efforts. This is
important to ensure ongoing effective evaluation and assessment using the internal
adopted standards. If courses begin to pass the internal assessment but fail the external
quality assessment, the organization should ensure that rigorous evaluation is occurring
and compare the internal rubric to the external, third-party rubric to determine if
changes have occurred.
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6

Deliverables
6.1

To Partnering Organization From Candidate
The following deliverables were identified and developed to accomplish the goals set
for this project.
Deliverable
eLearning Committee Defined, Submitted for Approval
The eLearning Committee is critical to the ongoing
governance of distance education policy, procedure, and
quality.
Quality Standards Rubric, Submitted for Approval
The Quality Standards rubric is the method of assessment
of quality in online courses and serves as a formative
assessment tool in determining project success.
Standard Course Menu Template, Submitted for Approval
The Standard Course Menu template is critical to helping
students navigate online courses and is part of ensuring
good design practices.
Develop/Launch Mentor Training
The mentors are a critical component of the professional
development peer-mentorship model incorporated in this
project.
Assessment of Mentors’ Courses
The initial assessment of mentor courses using the quality
standards rubric is a critical formative assessment, and a
critical feedback loop for possible rubric adaptation, as
well as changes to implemented training.
Mentors Launch Courses with Mentees
Using the feedback received from mentors, and the data
collected from their course assessments, changes should
be made prior to launching this peer-mentorship training.
Assessment of Mentees’ Courses
The assessment of mentee courses serves as a second
opportunity to incorporate a feedback loop into the
training and assessment process and should be an
indicator of project success.

Due Date
November 2019

December 2019

December 2019

January 2020

July 2020

September 2020

July 2021

I was embedded with the team, providing project leadership and collaboration on all
deliverables above. In addition, the College provided me with the following
deliverables:
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Deliverable
Historical Data for Online Courses
Historical data is necessary to make a
determination on whether there is a statistically
significant difference between the success rate of
students in online courses versus other
instructional modalities, and to establish a baseline
to determine the effectiveness and success of the
project.
Data for Online Courses Delivered Post-Certification
Student success data in courses that are delivered
post-improvement are critical indicators of project
success and should be considered a summative
assessment of project performance.
6.2

Due Date
February 2021

January 2022

Deferred Deliverables
None of the deliverables were deferred; however, the partnering organization is
planning to deliver additional data from the spring 2022 semester in order to
incorporate more post-certification student success data.
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7

Communication and Work Plans
Who - stakeholder
What info do they need
The College - President Project Proposal

Why do they need it
When will they get it
To understand the project and to
Fall 2019
approve the scope, objectives,
timeline, implementation and methods

How will they get it
Consultant met with the College
President

The College President's Cabinet

To understand the project and to
Fall 2019
approve the scope, objectives,
timeline, implementation and methods

Consultant met with the President's
Cabinet and presented the proposal for
approval

To approve the committee to be
added at the College and approve
committee membership
To agree on and approve the
College's standards for online course
quality
To agree on and approve the
College's Standard Course Menu
Template for the LMS
To stay up-to-date on project
progress.

Fall 2019

Consultant met with the President's
Cabinet and presented the proposal for
approval
Project Plan document for revierw and
approval.

To stay up-to-date on project
progress.

Ongoing, once per academic term

Project Proposal

The College President's Cabinet

eLearning Committee
Purpose and
Membership
The College - eLearning Quality Standards Rubric
Committee
The College - eLearning Standard Course Menu
Committee
Template
The College - Dean of
Planning and IE

Project Progress Report

The College President's Cabinet

Project Progress Report
to Cabinet

The College Project Check-in and
eLearning Department Guidance
Historical Data for
The Consultant
Online Courses
Data for Online
Courses Delivered
The Consultant
Post-Certification

Fall 2019

Fall 2019

Acceptance Test Plan and Acceptance
Test Cases for review and approval.

Ongoing, Monthly

The consultant met with the Dean of
Planning an IE on a monthly basis to
provide project updates.
The consultant met with the President's
Cabinet to provide the update inperson.

To discuss the progress of the
project and any necessary
modifications that may need to
occur
Ongoing, Bi-Weekly
To perform data analysis and
establish methodology
Spring 2021
To perform data analysis and
reporting according to established
methodology
Spring 2022

Bi-Weekly Project Management
Meetings with eLearning (in-person)
Through spreadsheet from Dean of
Planning and IE
Through spreadsheet from Dean of
Planning and IE

7.1

Communication Plan Development
The communication plan for this project was developed in communication,
coordination, and agreement with the project host. The purpose of the plan is to ensure
the College leadership stays informed on the progress of the project and has the
necessary tools to implement the project as well as to keep internal stakeholders
informed.

7.2

Stakeholder Engagement Plan
The decision was made that I would inform the College leadership team, and the
internal leadership team would communicate with other internal stakeholders. This was
advised by me and is part of putting the theoretical framework into practice.
The plan was developed to be simple and easy to read and to identify who is
responsible for what specific information, why they need it, and when and how they
will get it.

7.3

Work Plan
I was responsible for phasing the project, establishing project tasks and milestones, and
setting due dates. The organization’s project host, Dr. Laura Bowen, was responsible
for agreeing to these tasks and deadlines. The director of eLearning was responsible for
maintaining communication with me and coordinating approval on various elements of
the project, while the instructional design coordinator was responsible for scheduling
faculty mentor trainings and ensuring mentors maintained the established timeline. The
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work plan shown below was used as a tool to track task completion and keep
stakeholders informed on the project status and timeline.

The project timeline was as follows:
Fall 2019
• Establish eLearning committee
• Develop draft of the course quality rubric
• Develop draft of the common course template
• Approve the Quality Standards rubric through the eLearning committee
• Approve the common course template through the eLearning committee
Spring 2020
• Selection of initial mentors
• Conduct mentor training
• Mentee selection and primer course (with instructional design coordinator)
• Establish data plan and methodology
• Collection of historical data
Summer 2020
• Conduct mentor course evaluation
• Conduct mentor third-party course evaluation (Quality Matters)
Fall 2020
• Assignment of peer mentors for faculty
• Begin mentee training course (with mentor)
Spring 2021
• Complete mentee training course (with mentor)
Summer 2021
• Conduct mentee course evaluation
• Conduct mentee third-party course evaluation (Quality Matters)
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Fall 2021
The project was showing signs of success. All faculty mentors achieved course
certification and all who submitted received high marks on their Quality Matters
certifications. The organization expressed interest in ramping up and expanding the
project, increasing faculty participants, offering financial incentives for faculty who get
their courses certified, and proposing the initiative as the organization’s 5-year QEP,
which is an accreditation requirement of the Southern Association of Colleges and
Schools Commission on Colleges. I worked with the organization to implement the
desired expansions. The project was re-titled and branded at the organization as “SOL,”
an acronym for Strengthening Online Learning and a play on the word “sol,” which is
the Spanish word for sun. Following this celestial naming convention, certified courses
became “Star” courses, and were evaluated against the “SOLAR,” or “Strengthening
Online Learning Assessment Rubric.”
•

Collection of post quality course data

Spring 2022
• Executive summary and data (results)
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8

Risks
There are no major risks to the organization in the implementation of this project; however,
there are risks that would impact the ability to complete the project. Most of these risks are
minor (tolerable) in severity and would have a medium impact on the project should
mitigation fail.
8.1

Mitigation and Contingency

8.2

Constraints
There were no major constraints to this project; however, budget estimates had to be
provided initially to determine the ability of the organization to fund the project. The
budget estimates were generated and presented to the College president for approval.
Initially, the budget served as a cost analysis and proposal, comparing the cost of an inhouse quality program to a third-party provider. The budget was never firm; however,
the COVID-19 pandemic had major implications on this project, as many traditional
courses had to be shifted online. This project’s established quality rubric was quickly
deployed to faculty as a guideline for ensuring quality as courses were transitioned.
Realizing the newly identified urgency of the quality initiative, the project was
expanded, and the budget was increased dramatically as the institution adopted the
project as its QEP for reaffirmation of accreditation.

8.3

Assumptions
The following assumptions were made regarding this project:
• Achieving a quality online course is a rigorous, time-consuming process.
• Faculty perceptions play an important role in the success of this project.
• The newly developed quality courses (treatments) will be used by every faculty
member teaching the same course.
• The quality course rubric, standardized course menu/template, and professional
development process adopted will address the issue of student success and
persistence.
• The vice president of academic affairs and the divisional deans will continue to
support this project.
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9

Budget
The budget of this project initially operated as an estimate of expenses and a comparison to
third-party training providers. Since the College planned to train faculty through its own
continuing education division, there would be an offset in costs as the College earned a fulltime equivalent on faculty completing training courses. The initial cost-analysis is below:

There was no requirement to monitor expenditures, but as stated previously, the budget was
significantly impacted by COVID-19 and the College’s decision to expand the quality
program and establish the program as the 5-year QEP. The budget was expanded from a net
of approximately $30,000 to over $1 million; however, 4 of these budget years are outside of
the timeline of this project, since the QEP topic will continue post-consultancy. This speaks
volumes about the institution’s commitment to the project and the sustainability moving
forward.
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10 Analysis and Recommendations
Based on the analysis of data collected, we can conclude that there is indeed a difference
between the success rate of students in online courses when compared to other instructional
modalities. Institutional data show the rate of failure in the online instructional modality is
10.2% higher than the traditional (face-to-face) instructional modality. In addition to the
quantitative analysis, we have learned much about faculty perceptions regarding the
professional development process throughout the quantitative analysis.
Beyond the efficacy and implications this program has on student success in online courses
are the perceptions of faculty on the professional development process. Faculty perceived
value in the process is an integral factor in the success of our quality initiative. In order to
gauge and measure these perceptions, we designed a 17-question survey that was delivered
online to the seven faculty mentors who have completed this process. Six of the seven
mentors responded to our online interview. The results of this survey are reviewed below.
Given the small size of the group, demographic data have been removed from the presented
results to protect the participants.
We began with a series of questions that we asked the participants to rate on a scale of 1 to 5,
with 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree. This series of questions indicates
that the faculty members are overwhelmingly satisfied with the professional development
delivered through the quality course initiative. It indicates that mentors perceive the training
as effective at providing the necessary support that is important to successfully design an
online course that meets the requirements of the quality rubric. It also indicates that
respondents unanimously agree that they have had occasion to use what they have learned
and have successfully applied what they have learned in training.
We also asked a series of four open-ended questions. The purpose of these open-ended
questions was to extract additional useful information regarding the perceptions of these
mentors on the quality online course training initiative. We also wanted to determine what
areas of the training we may want to improve prior to launching the professional
development program to faculty at large. Some participants answered these questions at great
length, while others responded in brevity. General interpretations of their responses to these
questions are below.
What information from the course quality initiative training has been the most relevant
to your job?
Two common themes were apparent in responses to this question: student learning outcomes
(SLOs) and course design. Two faculty mentors mentioned SLOs directly, and one made a
reference to “meeting the standards,” which we interpreted as SLOs. SLOs were mentioned
as “HUGE” in regard to importance and relevance. Mapping of SLOs should be considered
as a relevant and effective topic of this initiative. Course design was mentioned by no less
than four faculty, with one mentioning “course design” directly, and at least three others
mentioning the “template,” or “navigation” as areas of importance.
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Was there any information that is NOT relevant to your job?
All except for one of the participants responded to this question with some form of “No,”
with one of the participants mentioning that the SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
and threats) analysis was not useful. While it was only mentioned by one participant, we felt
it was relevant enough for this one participant to mention; therefore, we will closely examine
and evaluate the usefulness of the SWOT analysis prior to launching the training to faculty at
large.
What information should be added to this professional development to make it more
relevant to your work?
Feedback ranged from “nothing” to more time for individual work on assessments, to
accessibility guidelines overview, learner engagement, and technology. If we had to sum up
the feedback from this question into a common theme, it would be the need for an
instructional technologist. Engaging learners with technology was mentioned twice, and
accessibility is a critical skill set of an instructional technologist. Future interviews with
participants may include targeted questions on technology useability and skills to help
determine the need for an instructional technologist.
Looking back, how could this program have been improved?
Responses ranged again on this one, but when compared to previous questions, time,
accessibility, and technology continue to be mentioned. One participant mentioned that it was
evident their course was evaluated by two different evaluators, with some feedback being
clear and specific, while other feedback was “narrative and harder to navigate.” Evaluation
methods need to be examined.
Common Themes
In reviewing the feedback from the interviews, some common themes presented were SLOs,
course design, time (consuming), accessibility, and instructional technology. SLOs and
course design are themes in which the training is strong and should be considered vital to
future training. Additional time and resources may be spent on these areas that are evidently
important concepts to faculty. Time, accessibility, and instructional technology should be
considered weaknesses in the training. Additional considerations should be given as to how
to mitigate the deficiencies of these themes in the training prior to launching to faculty at
large.
Recommendations
1. College administrators should consider ways to provide time to faculty who are
working on developing their quality courses.
The responses to the qualitative analysis survey from faculty mentors established a theme
of lack of time to work on their respective courses. Considering a course release or timeoff-campus hours to conduct work remotely may help alleviate this issue. In addition,
looking into extending the timeline (one course per faculty per year) may be considered.
2. The College should consider hiring experts in the areas of accessibility, user
experience (UX) design, and instructional technology.
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Issues with designing accessible learning objects and using technology both arose as
themes in the mentor survey. While current staff understand accessibility, none are adept
at accessible design. Also, while one of the eLearning staff is trained as an instructional
technologist, their other duties do not leave them with sufficient time to conduct
instructional technology training or to work one-on-one with faculty in learning
instructional technology skills. It may be possible to find one employee who can fill all
these roles: UX/accessible design and instructional technologist.
3. The College should train additional course evaluators and consider having
evaluators collaborate and triangulate their results.
Faculty mentors indicated on their survey that it was evident different evaluators had
scored their course. In addition, we have documented where two different evaluators’
scores for the same course were drastically different. Many of the standards listed on the
quality course rubric are subjective. To eliminate confusion and to ensure courses are
uniformly and equally accessed, the College should consider modifying the rubric to be
less subjective. In addition, evaluation may need to be triangulated with other evaluators
and assessments discussed among evaluators to eliminate the issue of varying results.
Similar team-based evaluation methods are used by other international online course
quality assessment companies.
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11 Reflection
11.1 Professional Learning
Through the planning of this project and communication with the partnering
organization and its stakeholders, I became a better project manager. In addition, I have
developed knowledge in change processes and an understanding of the importance of
feedback loops in change initiatives. I have learned the skill of disciplined inquiry and
the importance of practicing this in my professional endeavors.
11.2 Personal Development
I have become a student of leadership and have come to define myself as a servant
leader. My character has changed from being focused on myself succeeding to being
focused on my team’s and my colleagues’ successes. I have developed a better
understanding of people and their personalities and how to motivate them. I have
learned to be a better follower in this process and how to contribute to my leaders’
growth, development, and success.
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Project Deliverable – Quality Course Evaluation Rubric
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Appendix E
Deliverable – Standard Course Menu Template
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Appendix F
Deliverable – eLearning Committee
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Appendix G
Faculty Mentor Professional Development Online Interview Survey
1 to 5 Scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree):
1. I was satisfied with the training provided during year 1 of the course quality initiative.
2. The professional learning and support provided during the course quality initiative
training provided the level of support needed to design an online course that meets the
requirements of the quality rubric.
3. The information provided in the course quality initiative training is applicable to my job.
4. Looking back, taking this training course was a good use of my time.
5. I have had occasion in my job to use what I learned in this course.
6. I have successfully applied on the job what I learned in training.
Multiple-Answer (Conditional):
1. If you chose a 3 or below for the previous question, please select the reasons. (Select all
that apply.)
a. I do not have the necessary knowledge or skills.
b. I do not have a clear picture of what is expected of me.
c. I have other, higher priorities.
d. I do not have the necessary resources to apply what I learned.
e. I do not have the support to apply what I learned.
f. The training didn't give me the confidence to apply what I learned.
g. I do not think what I learned will work.
h. There is not an adequate system of accountability to ensure the application of
what I learned.
i. Other: ________________________________________________
Open-Ended
1. What information from the course quality initiative training has been the most relevant to
your job?
2. Was there any information that is NOT relevant to your job?
3. What information should be added to this professional development to make it more
relevant to your work?
4. Looking back, how could this program have been improved?
Demographic information
1. What is your gender? (Male, Female)
2. What is your age group? (16-25, 26-35, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65, 65+)
3. How many years of experience do you have as a faculty member in higher education? (13 years, 4-8 years, 9-15 years, Over 15 years)
4. How many online courses had you designed and developed before participating in the
course quality initiative. (1-3, 4-6, 7-9, Over 9)
5. What is the highest degree you have earned? (Associates, Bachelors, Masters, Doctorate)
6. In which department(s) will you be developing online or blended courses in? (Write-in
Department)
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Appendix H
Professional Literature Review
Delivery Method and Success
Between 2018 and 2019, according to the National Council for State Authorization
Reciprocity Agreement, the total reported distance education enrollment increased 129.1%
(Straut & Boeke, 2020). This explosive increase in the number of students taking distance
education courses during this timeframe is intriguing and undoubtedly increased further in 2020
and 2021 due to the global COVID-19 pandemic and the efforts of colleges and universities to
shift courses online in order to continue operations while also preventing the spread of the virus.
However, if we examine historical data, distance education enrollments increased each year
between 2012 and 2015, growing 11% in the 3 years since 2012, according to the 2017 Distance
Education Enrollment Report published by Digital Learning Compass (Allen & Seamna, 2017).
The report also noted that this enrollment growth in distance education comes at a time when
overall enrollment is down across colleges and universities (Allen & Seamna, 2017).
Aside from the notable growth due to the pandemic, there are many reasons that likely
contribute to an increase in the interest in the online delivery method. Studies indicate that
students choose online courses due to convenience and flexibility (Aslanian & Clinefelter, 2013;
Jaggars, 2014), program availability and affordability (Magda et al., 2020), and many other
variables. It is also notable that enrollments in distance education have increased particularly
quickly at community colleges (Parsad & Lewis, 2008), where many students need the flexibility
of online coursework to balance school with work or family demands (Jaggars, 2014).
There has been growing concern regarding student success in online courses and the
quality of instruction provided via the online delivery method (Guidry, 2013). This concern is
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mirrored at the College, and summary data for grades in online courses indicate a drastic
difference in student success rates (final grade of A, B, or C) when compared to success rates in
other delivery methods. In fact, success rate seems to be strongly correlated with delivery
method; the more time a student spends in the classroom, the higher their chance of success in
the course. Institutional data show a 10.2% difference in success rate between face-to-face and
online courses.
Online Pedagogy and Quality Initiatives
There is much research on the variables that impact student success in online courses;
however, much of this research is focused on student characteristics rather than course or
instructor characteristics. More recent research has brought focus to course quality and instructor
characteristics as a method of improving student success; for example, instructor anxiety,
technological skill gap, lack of experience with online teaching, and awareness of online learning
pedagogies have shown to be barriers to successful online course design (Scoppio & Luyt, 2017).
This means that professional development and strong support systems for faculty need to be in
place to ensure the success of any quality program.
In addition to professional development and support systems, quality programs should
adhere to established instructional design models, provide adequate content, implement a welldefined and well-organized course infrastructure, utilize an online learning management system,
and include opportunities for feedback and a course evaluation process (Murray et al., 2012).
“Research is beginning to emerge that indicates that students in well-designed courses delivered
online via a learning management system frequently outperform students in similar face-to-face
courses” (Murray et al., 2012, p. 13).
One area of opportunity for professional development for faculty is in the use of
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instructional technologies. These technologies have been shown to help increase student
collaboration and student and instructor interactions and may help to increase engagement with
course material/ content (Laird & Kuh, 2005). Laird and Kuh (2005) stated, “Used appropriately
and in concert with powerful pedagogical approaches, technology is supposed to enhance student
learning productivity” (p. 4). Developing an online course requires a significant technology
element, and faculty who are trained and supported in these technologies will be capable of
developing better course materials.
Course materials are important in online courses, as they facilitate the achievement of
desired learning outcomes (Brown & Voltz, 2005; Murray et al., 2012); however, students
“clearly tend to access course materials that they perceive to be directly tied to earning a good
grade” (Murray et al., 2012, p. 13). These findings support the importance of well-developed
course structures, where materials and assignments are directly connected to outcomes and
assessments. Furthermore, interactive content with instantaneous and frequent feedback was
suggested as being more relevant and useful to students, which is made possible by and through
technology.
These findings on the importance of technology, content, and feedback suggest a
synergistic effect when used appropriately and with skill; however, there are instructor course
development habits that may need to be addressed to take advantage of the possible
opportunities. There has been a trend for instructors teaching and developing online courses to
use predeveloped and packaged interactive content from book publishers. Many faculty have
students purchase these materials with an accompanying access code. These interactive
publisher-developed materials are often used as the main content component of a course; and in
some cases, instructors are using the content as a replacement for their whole course. The result
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is a limited instructor presence within the course, a loose connection to course learning
outcomes, and less meaningful feedback to students.
Instructor-generated content may be more effective at engaging with students and
achieving course objectives. In courses that included instructor-generated videos, students
viewed them at a considerable rate, their satisfaction with the course was improved, and their
engagement in discussions increased in number and depth (Draus et al., 2014). Instructorgenerated video and synchronous video-based virtual meetings/lectures may not be only
effective content but will also help increase instructor presence in the course, which is a common
issue with the online modality.
Instructor presence is an important component of online courses (Jaggars, 2014), and
quality feedback is a motivator for students (Eom & Wen, 2006). Furthermore, mere interaction
among students and instructors is not sufficient; interactions must support students’ deep
engagement and critical reflection on the issues of the course (Garrison et al., 2000). Regarding
instructor presence in online courses, Jaggars (2014) also pointed out that students often
complain of having to “teach themselves” (p. 12); and in regard to improving online courses
from a pedagogical perspective, Jaggars iterated that a top-down approach is unlikely to be
effective and that a bottom-up approach should be cultivated in order to improve courses.
Consideration should be given to faculty peer-mentoring models when incorporating professional
development into course quality improvement plans; however, leaders and leadership are
essential components to the success of online quality initiatives. College leaders must join
faculty in sending the message that the quality of all educational programs is important, and
goals should be aligned with the institution’s strategic plans to ensure that the quality efforts of
faculty are supported by college leadership (Britto et al., 2014).
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Theoretical Framework
Getzels and Guba’s (1957) social systems model was developed with the educator in
mind and is directly relevant to this project and the institution involved. Educational institutions
are hierarchical, with levels of administrative oversight. The social systems theory describes two
major classes of phenomena that are independent and phenomenally interactive in these
environments: (a) the institution, with its roles and role expectations of the system, comprises the
nomothetic dimension of the system; and (b) the individuals, with their personalities and needdispositions, comprise the idiographic or personal dimension of the system. To control behaviors
within the system, we must understand the nature and relationships of the elements that comprise
the social system (Getzels & Guba, 1957). The development of the project team, the faculty
mentorship model, and the professional development process will be designed to create a social
system within a social system that seeks to balance the needs of the individual with the needs of
the institution.
The social systems model will be accompanied and reinforced by Senge’s (1990) five
disciplines for learning organizations. Senge posited, “The organizations that will truly excel in
the future will be the organizations that discover how to tap people’s commitment and capacity
to learn at all levels in an organization”(p. 4).
Senge’s (1990) first discipline, systems thinking, is about seeing the big picture in a
change initiative. By focusing on the system, one can see interrelationships and patterns in the
process that can help to understand cause and effect, thus allowing us to leverage the forces that
drive the change initiative. Feedback is a critical variable to the discipline of systems thinking
and one that will be incorporated into the professional development initiative.
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Senge’s (1990) second discipline is one of his two individual disciplines, personal
mastery, and is about an individual’s personal growth and learning. Learning organizations,
according to Senge, employ individuals who are on a never-ending quest for personal growth.
Critical to this discipline is the individual’s desire to learn and grow; they must want to do it.
Managers can encourage this discipline in their employees by modeling the behavior themselves
(Senge, 1990).
Senge’s (1990) third discipline is his second of two disciplines that focuses on the
individual, mental models. In this model, Senge discussed how an individual’s assumptions,
views, and prejudices impact their interactions with others. Reflecting on our own mental models
may help identify certain assumptions, views, and prejudices that may hinder one’s ability to
engage in systems thinking (Senge, 1990).
Shared vision is Senge’s (1990) fourth discipline. Senge stated, “When people truly share
a vision they are connected, bound together by a common aspiration. Personal visions derive
their power from an individual’s deep caring for the vision” (p. 206). A shared vision gives
everyone something to work toward, a common goal, and creates synergy within the
organization. If individuals are not enrolled in the vision, it may result in apathy and may also
have morale implications.
Senge’s (1990) fifth and final discipline is team learning. Team learning builds on the
personal mastery discipline. Team learning is about building capacity for teams to achieve goals,
while personal mastery focuses on the individual. Beginning with individual learning, and then
focusing on team learning, we can build up to organizational learning. Team learning has three
key components: (a) exploring complex issues, drawing on each other’s talents, experiences, and
knowledge; (b) working together, coordinating efforts and communicating openly, and trusting
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one another; and (b) teams must interact with other teams, sharing what they have learned and
incorporating nested teams and interdependency within and among teams (Senge, 1990).
Summary
Enrollment in online courses is increasing, and the COVID-19 pandemic caused an
impressively large shift from face-to-face courses to online instruction. Despite the pandemic,
enrollment in online courses has been increasing steadily, even while enrollment in college and
universities overall is decreasing. Students are less likely to succeed in online courses; and at the
College, the difference in success rates between face-to-face and online courses is 10%.
Transitionally, research in online course success has focused on student characteristics. This
research highlights the need to shift that focus somewhat to course quality, focusing on course
design, technology, course content interactivity and diversification, instructor-generated content,
and instructor presence, as well as quality and timely feedback, among other elements. Welldesigned, developed, and implemented quality enhancement programs for online courses may
have a significant impact on student success in online courses.
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Appendix I

Executive Summary ORIGINALITY REPORT
17%
Dale S. Lamb
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